I am more cheerful than the average existentialist, but I do *" agree with Nietzsche on one point: There is no better sopo-T3 rific and sedative than skepticism.' It isn't skepticism per se ^" that makes me feign narcolepsy, for critical thinking is unq uestionably the core of the scientific method. Nor am I o troubled by the skeptic's passion to educate the public about § the dangers of pseudoscience. I agree that an extensive • and vigorous education is essential in sustaining a rational NJ civilization.
However, I do have a problem with those who fail to appreciate that skepticism is a double-edged sword. That is, skepticism is valuable for slicing through excessive gullibility, but it must also be used to cut through excessive doubt. On this basis, I question the wisdom of skeptical organizations devoted solely to the promotion of cynicism, incredulity and suspicion. We are also in dire need of optimism, openness and acceptance.
To demonstrate the unbalanced nature of extreme skepticism, let's consider the case of telepathy. Cynics wring their hands, lamenting that the apocalypse is near because the general public believes in extrasensory perception (ESP). They assume that this widespread belief is a sign of mass mental deterioration because science has declared ESP to be impossible. Why is it impossible? Because psychic phenomena violate unspecified Laws of Science, and therefore all claims about such events must be hopelessly flawed or fraudulent.
I am not impressed by this argument because the history of science is replete with confident proclamations about all sorts of impossible things, and most of those proclama-tions have proven to be hilariously or poignantly wrong. Unfortunately, the authorities' declarations do not merely provide historical entertainment, they have also significantly impeded scientific progress as very few scientists are willing to risk the wrath of the mainstream. As a result, in the educated Western world we find ourselves in the bizarre state of affairs where the mere study of certain common experi-"<fr ences is essentially forbidden. In 2001, the US National Science Foundation (NSF) conducted a survey on the public understanding of science and technology. Among many questions, the NSF poll asked: 'Some people possess psychic powers or ESP. Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree?' The surveyors were shaken to discover that 60% of adults agreed with the statement. This figure was used to demonstrate the deplorable state of science education, except that an important qualification was ignored: When the respondents were split by educational level, 46% with less than a high school education agreed, but 62% with high school or greater education agreed. And of the "attentive public," defined as those indicating that they were "very interested" in the issue, 'very well informed' about it, and regularly read a daily newspaper or relevant national magazine, 59% agreed. These percentages were confirmed by a recent Gallup poll, which also revealed that the high level of belief in psychic phenomena has been stable for many decades. 1 Thus, in contrast to the skeptic's 'ignorance hypothesis', those who are better educated and more informed about psychic phenomena believe in it more than those who are not.
So there's a paradox: On the one hand, we have persistent, cross-cultural reports of mystifying human experiences, and on the other, a scientific mainstream that actively ignores or dismisses such experiences. This paradox is important because it raises serious questions about the solidity of our ontological house of cards.
z! Let's say Joe Public claims one day that he found himself 5' thinking about an old friend he hadn't seen in 20 years. A *" few hours later he literally bumps into that same friend and "O learns, to his astonishment, that his friend was thinking about ^' him at the same time. Sam Skeptic would dismiss Joe's ŝ tory as the ranting of a crackpot. Even if a dozen apparo ently credible people made similar claims, Sam would write Q them off as a wacky cult. But what must Sam think given • that the majority of the world's population presents similar £> claims, including scientists who are well aware of the mathematics of coincidences and the frailties of human judgment and memory?
At this point many skeptics object that a large number of people also believe in angels, so should we accept angels as real? The answer is no. Majority beliefs may indicate that something is worth studying, but it does not provide the same degree of ontological authenticity as well-established scientific theories or experimental evidence. This is why psychic experiences, and telepathy in particular, are more interesting to me than beliefs about angels.
I have little doubt that the scientific worldview will eventually expand to comfortably accommodate those experiences we now call psychic. We'll need a view of nature that provides a solid theoretical basis for why some things, sometimes, are more interconnected through space and time than are accounted for by classical models of the world. We'll need a science in which the most recalcitrant curmudgeons agree that such 'nonlocal' correlations are a well-established ingredient of established physics.
Of course, we already have such a science. The central mystery in quantum mechanics is precisely why some things, sometimes, are more connected through space and time than are accounted for by classical, common sense concepts.
To be sure, many impassioned protests have arisen as to why phenomena like telepathy could not possibly be related to quantum nonlocality. But I am not impressed by •o those arguments. Let's say, as many neuroscientists maine tain, that minds are nothing but epiphenomenal illusions caused by electrochemical activity in the brain. In that case, -C minds are merely physical objects. But physical objects D are most accurately described by quantum theory, and as 0)
such, nonlocal connections are allowed between those ob-Q)
jects. The skeptic's counterargument is that brains are too _ hot (i.e., too chaotically energetic) to sustain a special, fragile '•$ state known as 'quantum coherence', and so telepathy can-O not be explained as a quantum connection. But that is incorrect. Quantum weirdness does not magically vanish in living tissue. Rather, our present ability to detect nonlocal connections under all conditions is not well developed. 2 It is quite true that a great deal of the world as we normally experience it is effectively approximated by classical physics, but approximations always leave out something. In this case, the something left out is not only our most comprehensive and accurate description of the physical world, it is also a description that just happens to include consciousness and nonlocal correlations as fundamental components.
Mistakes of approximation underlie many of the objections once aimed at new fangled ideas like heavier-than-air flying machines and practically every other aspect of modern life that we now take for granted. Is it such a stretch of the imagination that conscious awareness, conceived of perhaps as a self-reflective quantum system, is precisely the sort of natural detector required for the nonlocal entanglements we subjectively experience as telepathy?
Beyond glimpses of an evolving theoretical basis for telepathy, what is the status of the empirical evidence? Here we are on firmer ground. For over 120 years, scientists from universities around the world have developed experimental methods to test claims of 'thought transference' under controlled conditions. At present, the most effective design for studying telepathy involves the ganzfeld ('whole field') condition. The ganzfeld was developed at the turn of the 20 th century by German psychologists investigating the nature of mental imagery. A person in the ganzfeld typically rez! dines in an easy chair in a sound-proof room with halved 5* translucent ping-pong balls placed over each eye. His or her *" face is illuminated with a soft red light, and white noise is "O played over headphones. After a few minutes in this state, 5' most people report that the red glow and the white noise f ade away, and are soon replaced by mild visual and audio tory hallucinations. £0
Psychic researchers rediscovered the ganzfeld method in • the 1970s while searching for a way to test a 'noise reduct ion' model of psi. This model proposes that telepathic effects are generally weak, at least as observed in the laboratory, because bodily sensations and sensory information overwhelm perception of subtle psychic 'signals'. The ganzfeld technique provides an inexpensive and nonintrusive way to provide a sensory reduction environment that is useful in testing the noise reduction hypothesis.
Today, the standard ganzfeld telepathy test involves two people, an information sender and a receiver. While the receiver relaxes in an isolated room in the ganzfeld condition, a sender in a distant room views a short video clip and tries to mentally 'send' it. The receiver describes his or her impressions aloud, and in some experimental setups this verbal 'mentation' can be heard by the sender over a one-way audio link to help guide him or her in mentally sending the target information. A typical ganzfeld session lasts about 30 minutes, during which time the sender might view 15 to 20 repeated presentations of the same video clip.
The results of a ganzfeld session are usually generated by the receiver, who is shown four video clips -the actual target and three decoys -in random order. The four clips are selected so each is as different from one another as possible. Under the hypothesis that telepathy does not exist, no information can be 'transmitted' from the sender to the receiver, and thus the chance probability that the receiver is able to correctly guess the actual target (obtain a 'hit') is one in four, or 25%. Over many repeated sessions, oo an average 'hit rate' can be developed, and if that hit rate is .
sufficiently above 25%, this provides evidence for telepathy. In 1985, psychologist Charles Honorton and skeptic 3 Ray -C Hyman independently published meta-analyses, or quanti-O tative literature reviews, of all ganzfeld telepathy experiments d) conducted up to that time. The combined hit rates for 28 ® published studies was 37% instead of the 25% expected by _ chance. This 12% excess may not seem very impressive, ! § but statistically it would not occur by chance; it corresponds O to odds against chance of a trillion to one. This finding indicated that information had indeed passed between the sender and receiver, in accordance with what one would expect with genuine telepathy. As a result of their 1985 meta-analyses, Honorton and Hyman jointly agreed on a protocol for conducting a critical test of the ganzfeld telepathy hypothesis. They also agreed on stringent test standards and conditions to ensure that if a positive outcome were obtained, then skeptics could not dismiss the results as being due to design flaws. A few years later, Honorton and his colleagues published their replication experiment." Out of 354 sessions, Honorton's team obtained 122 direct hits, for an overall 34% hit rate. This is associated with odds against chance of 45,000 to one. This was a successful, rigorously controlled demonstration for genuine telepathy, planned in advance with a prominent skeptic.
Nearly a decade after Honorton's publication, skeptical psychologists Julie Milton and Richard Wiseman published a meta-analysis of 30 additional ganzfeld studies reported after Honorton's grand experiment.
5 Milton and Wiseman concluded that the new studies provided no evidence for telepathy. And as a result, they questioned the repeatability of the ganzfeld technique and cast doubt on the evidence for telepathy. However, after carefully re-examining the studies reported by Milton and Wiseman, I found a total of 330 direct hits reported in 1,198 ganzfeld sessions. This hit rate of 28% is, in contrast to Milton and Wiseman's conclusion, significantly above chance expectation. My findings were z! later independently confirmed. 6 5* Today we also know that Milton and Wiseman's review *" was ill-timed. Several new experiments were published after "O their review. Had they waited about a year, Milton and 5" Wiseman would have found a strong confirmation of Ĥ onorton's original findings. 7 More recently, anthropologist o Marilyn Schlitz and I surveyed the telepathy literature to Q update all known ganzfeld trials. As of late 2001, we found a • grand total of 929 hits out of 2,878 sessions reported by r esearchers from at least 15 different laboratories. The overall hit rate of 32% is associated with odds against chance greater than a trillion to one. 8 These telepathy experiments have been progressively improved and refined over the years, and the later studies address all known skeptical criticisms. The bottom line is that according to the most rigorous scientific methods known today, genuine telepathy has been and continues to be repeatedly demonstrated in the laboratory.
One might expect headline news: 'Telepathy confirmed! Experimental results supported by modern physics!' While one or two newspapers and magazines have carried articles on this developing story, widespread acknowledgement is not likely to occur any time soon. Science is conservative when it comes to adopting new ideas. Like mixing oil and water, it takes repeated, vigorous stirring to force the two substances to mix, and without constant agitation they quickly disengage. But because truth is inescapable, one day, perhaps next year or a century from now, this particular mixture will come together and stick. That novel amalgam will establish a new era in our understanding of nature and ourselves.
When this day arrives, how will it affect us? My guess is that it will not affect our daily lives at all, at least not at first. Consider that the epistemological and ontological shocks triggered by the theories of general relativity and quantum mechanics are still reverberating throughout society, a full o century after their introduction. Only after practical applica-# tions of these theories began to appear did the world begin to change in profound ways. Likewise, when theory and ex-£ periments combine and 'psychic phenomena' are integrated O into an expanded view of nature, a process will be started (D whereby the 'post-psychic' civilization will be as different Q) from today's world as we are from a stone age tribe. More c than that we cannot say.
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